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THE GRAVEDIGGERS 


The play begins in complete darkness. Nothing can be made out 
on the stage. From off stage comes the sound of pouring rain. 
Lightning and thunder. The stage remains shrouded in darkness. 
Gradually, shapes can be distinguished. Then, voices of a man 
and a woman - let’s call them Nabendu and Ajanta - can be 
heard. There is fear and anxiety in their voices, but also hope and 


confidence. 


Nabendu: 
Come right up the steps. Come on to the verandah. 
Ajanta: 
Oh! 
Nabendu: 
What happened? 
Ajanta: 
I almost slipped. 


A brief silence. 


Ajanta: 
It’s raining so hard that the verandah will soon be 
flooded. 

Nabendu: 


There’s nothing we can do about that, is there? 
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Ajanta: 
There must be people around. 

Nabendu: 
Should I call out? 

Ajanta: 
Why not. 

Nabendu: 
Suppose nobody’s there? 

Ajanta: 
What's the harm in trying? The rain might get 
worse. Instead of getting completely soaked out 
here on the verandah it’d make sense to get inside 
the house. 

Nabendu: 


All right, 1°11 shout and scream. 


Darkhness. 


Nabendu hollers. He calls out a name at random ~ let’s say, 


Birupakshya. 


Birupakshya: 
No need to holler, man. Step right in; the door’s 
wide open. 
Ajanta: 
See, what did I tell you? 
Nabendu: (Diffident) 
Yes, but... 
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Birupakshya: 
Why stand outside and get soaked? You can carry 
on your discussion inside. Come in. 
Nabendu: 
Should we? 
Birupakshya: 
Of course. You’re most welcome here. 
Nabendu: 
It’s pitch black out here; can’t see a thing. Could 
you give us some light? 
Birupakshya: 
Inside it’s even worse. 
Nabendu: 
So how do we find our way inside? 
Birupakshya: 
The same way I did. 
Nabendu: 
But how? You mean...? 
Birupakshya: 
Yes, of course, by groping your way through. 
Nabendu: 
Hm. There’s a lady with me. 
Birupakshya: 
I know. I heard her voice. 
Nabendu: 
So tell me... 
Birupakshya: 


You seem on edge. 
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Ajanta: (To Nabendu) 

Come on, let’s go inside. 
Nabendu: 

Look, look . .. 


Claps of thunder. Ajanta screams. 


Nabendu: 
All right ... 


Sound of footsteps, a door being opened, clothes rustling, stamping 


feet. 


Ajanta: 

Oh God! 
Nabendu: 

What's wrong? 
Ajanta: 

Nothing, it’s all right. 


Nabendu and Ajanta are finally inside. 


Nabendu: (To Birupakshya) 
You live here? 
Birupakshya: 
No. 
Nabendu: 
No? 
Birupakshya: 


I came in here for the same reason you did ~- to get 
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out of the rain. 
Nabendu: 
So the owner of the house . . .? 
Birupakshya: 
We can only guess. 
Ajanta: 
Guess what? 
Birupakshya: 
That the man must be stone deaf if he didn’t hear us 
come in. Blind too maybe. 
Nabendu: 
He might not be here at all. 
Birupakshya: 
Yes, of course. That’s quite likely. 
Ajanta: 
But who would have a house right in the middle of a 
forest? 
Birupakshya: 
Must be a decent fellow trying to hide from 
civilization. 
Ajanta: 
Here? In the heart of the forest? He must be crazy. 
Birupahkshya: 
Maybe civilization isn’t too far away. Maybe it’s 
just on the edge of the forest ... What’s your name? 
Ajanta: 
Ajanta. Ajanta Swain. 
Birupakshya: 
I’m Birupakshya Mohapatra. 
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Nabendu: 
I’m Nabendu Mohanty. 
Birupakshya: 
Maybe the town isn’t far from here . .. You don’t 
have a match or a lighter on you, do you? 
Nabendu: 
No. 
Birupakshya: 
It'd have been a great help. 
Ajanta: 
Oh, I can’t stand the darkness. (To Nabendu) You’re 
stupid not to have brought matches. 
Nabendu: 
How am I to blame? The rain was so unexpected. 
Ajanta: 
If only there was a little light . .. 
Birupakshya: 
We could have at least seen what we look like, isn’t 
that right? 
Nabendu: 
Given the situation, that doesn’t seem really 
necessary. 
Birupakshya: 
Necessary? Human beings aren’t always guided by 
what’s necessary. Let’s see - is looking for a light 
necessary? 
Ajanta: 
Oh, you seem to have a way with words. I wish I 


could see you. If only there was a little light . . . 
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Birupakshya: 
Your voice is beautiful. I wish I could see you too. 
If only there was a little light... 

Ajanta: 
My! 

Birupakshya: 
Remember the lady crocodile who longed to feast 
on the monkey’s heart? Remember the folktale? 
How beautiful she must be whose voice is like music? 
If only there was a little light, just a tiny speck... 

Nabendu: 
If there was a little light, the first thing I'd do is punch 
you in the face. (Controlling himself) No lack of 
uncouth, vulgar fellows! 

Birupakshya: 
Have we stopped being friends from this moment 
on? Have we already become enemies? Look, we’re 
human beings, after all. You've only been here a 
couple of minutes. We haven’t even seen each other’s 
faces and we’re already at each other’s throats! 

Nabendu: 
Look, let’s not go on. 

Ajanta: 
Nabendu! 

Birupakshya: 
Only a minute ago you considered me a friend. 
When you were at the mercy of the elements and 
debating whether to come in or not, it was I who 


extended you a warm invitation. 
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Nabendu: 
So? 

Birupakshya: 
Just goes to show we’re human beings after all - 
goddamn human beings. We’re better at being 
enemies than friends, and that the very first chance 
we get. Something genetic perhaps? 

Nabendu: 
Just because you invited us in doesn’t mean you 
became our friend. For one thing, you don’t own 
this place . .. 

Birupakshya: 
But why are you so touchy if the lady is given a 
compliment? Y ou’re not her husband, are you? 

Nabendu: 
Birupakshya! 


There’s a commotion outside and some people barge into the house. 
“Oh God, it’s pitch black in here,” says someone. “The darkness 
is oppressive,” says another. They are so frantic they run into 


the door and the walls; one of them bumps into Ajanta. 


Ajanta: 
Oh, my God! Who’s that? 


The newcomers are Karunakar, Chittapriya and Surendra. 


Karunakar: 


What's up? 
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Chittapriya: 
Some people seem to have beaten us to the shelter. 
Karunakar: 
One’s a woman. 
Chittapriya: 
Could be more than one. 
Surendra: 
I just bumped into one. Sorry, it’s too dark to make 
out anything. 
Birupakshya: 
Light. Don’t you have a light? 
Surendra: 
Who’re you asking? 
Birupakshya: 
You newcomers. 
Karunakar: 
I have a matchbox. But... 
Birupakshya: 
But what? 
Karunakar: 
I wonder if there're enough matches. 
Birupakshya: 
At least one? 
Karunakar: 
More than one for sure. 
Birupakshya: 
Go ahead and light one. 
Karunakar: 


But who are you? 
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Birupakshya: 

Light first; introductions can wait. 
Chittapriya: 

Fair enough, Karunakar. Light a match. 


Sound of a matchbox being opened. 


Karunakar: 
There’re only three left. 
Chittapriya: 


Come on, strike one. 


In the glow of the little light that flickers to life, they all look around 
and take stock. Birupakshya seems to search for something. Ajanta 
observes the men. They all eye her hungrily. Discomfited, shrinking, 
she averts her gaze. The light flickers out. 


Birupakshya: 
Please, please, light another. Go on. 
Karunakar: 
What for? 
Birupakshya: 
Didn’t you see I was looking for something? 
Karunakar: 
What for? 
Birupakshya: 
The same thing primitive people looked for, and 
which gradually turned prehistoric animals into 


human beings ~- fire and light! 
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Chittapriya: 
Do you think you’ll find them here? 

Birupakshya: 
Won't I? 

Karunakar: 
Look, of three matches there’re only two left. If I 
strike one, we’ll be down to one, and we’ve got the 
whole night ahead of us. 

Birupakshya: 
Don’t you want to light a fire? A little light becoming 
the source of a fire? Come on, strike the second 


match. 
Karunakar strikes the second. 


Birupakshya: (Picking up two candles from the floor) 
Look what I’ve got! 
Karunakar: 


Quick, bring them here, before the match goes out. 
Darkness again. 


Chittapriya: 

What a mess! Two matches gone for nothing! 
Birupakshya: 

Not really. We found two candles. 


They all express their joy in various voices, with different words. 


17 
THE GRAVEDIGGERS 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Chittapriya: 
Now there’s no harm if we try the last match. What 


do you all say? 


Karunakar strikes the last match. Birupakshya lights the candle. 
The stage lights up, but just barely. It is not very bright. Three 
rooms — two in front and one in back — can be made out. There 
are a few chairs and a table in one of the front rooms; the visitors 
are all in this room. The other two rooms are not exactly empty, 


but nothing much can be made out. 


The stage is lit in such a way that only where action takes place 
is lit; the rest remains in darkness. At the moment the only room 


that is lit is the one where the visitors are. 


Birupakshya: (Placing the candle on the table) 
Now we’re back to civilization! Nabendu, no more 
war; time for a truce. 
Karunakar: 
What's that all about? 
Birupakshya: 
Now that there’s light let’s get the introductions over 
with. I’m Birupakshya. This is Ajanta and he’s 
Nabendu. 
Karunakar: 
I’m Karunakar. (Indicating the others) This is 
Chittapriya; over there, that’s Surendra. 
Birupakshya: 


I got here ahead of everyone else - so I’m the first 
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person here. The host, you might say. So I invite 
you all to find the most comfortable seat for the 
night. The rain shows no sign of letting up, and you 
might have to spend the night here. 
Karunakar: 
Whose house is this? 
Birupakshya: 
What does that matter? 
Karunakar: 
Scill. 
Surendra: 
I’ve been to this part of the forest many times, but 
I’ve never seen this house before. 
Chittapriya: 
From the look of it, it’s falling apart. It doesn’t seem 
new. 
Nabendu: 
We’ve taken shelter here - isn’t that enough? 
Birupakshya: 
No, not enough, Nabendu. Sometimes what you 
think is enough is not really enough. 
Nabendu: 
All right, since you got here ahead of the rest of 
us... 
Birupakshya: 
But I was in the dark before you all arrived. 
Karunakar: 
Look, instead of all this talk, let's figure out how 
we’ll get through the night. There’re only two 
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candles. 
Ajanta: 
Oh, what bad luck made me step out of the house 
today . .. 
Nabendu: 
No sightseeing, no great walks. What a waste of a 
holiday! 
Karunakar: 
Same for us, Nabendu. The three of us sneaked out 
of the hostel without the superintendent knowing. 
We’d better be ready with a string of excuses 
tomorrow morning. 
Birupakshya: 
So you’re college students? 
Chittapriya: 
And you? 
Nabendu: (Indicating Ajanta) 
We work in the same office. 
Birupakshya: 
That leaves only one person - me. 
Chittapriya: 
Tell us who you are and what you do. 
Birupakshya: 
I don’t know what I do; you can put me in either 
category or both. 
Surendra: 
All right, done with the introductions. What next? 
Birupakshya: 


Exploration. 
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Nabendu: 
For what? 
Birupakshya: 
Food, bed, safety. 
Surendra: 
Yes, this room is too small. How can six people . .. 
Birupakshya: 
And only two candles. With ten hours until morning. 
That’s ten hours of night ahead of us. 
Chittapriya: 
What does that matter? 
Birupakshya: 
If we’re not careful with the candles, a long night in 
darkness will turn out to be royal torture. 
Chittapriya: 
What do you suggest? 
Birupakshya: 
We can only have one candle lit. All of us need to 
stay in one room. 
Nabendu: 
How can a lady spend the whole night in a room 
with so many men? 
Birupakshya: 
Why not? When in danger, the tiger and the goat 
huddle together. That’s the instinct of self- 
preservation for you. 
Ajanta: 


No, I can’t. I just can’t. 
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Birupakshya: 
Look Ajanta. You can’t have your way by simply 
saying you can’t. That’s not being responsible. 
Nabendu: (With rising irritation) 
You - you blab too much! 
Surendra: 
Oh, stop bickering. Instead, start planning how to 
celebrate the night. 
Nabendu: (Indicating Birupakshya) 
He’s the one who’s bickering. 
Birupakshya: 
Good. I can see you have a deep sense of sympathy 
for our fellow man. 
Ajanta: 
Please, can’t we just have some peace? At least for 
tonight? 
Nabendu: 
They don’t seem up to it. 
Chittapriya: 
Now, now, what exactly is your problem? You seem 
to be past politeness. 
Nabendu: 
Why are you targeting me? That’s not fair. 
Birupakshya: 
Any man in the company of a beautiful young 
woman becomes a bit unsocial, Chittapriya. He 


thinks everyone’s after his woman. 


As soon as Birupakshya has said this, everyone begins to get a 
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grip on himself and looks away from Ajanta. She observes them. 
It’s evident that despite what she says, she wants them to heep 


looking at her, to praise her looks. 


Ajanta: (With a show of irritation that fails to camouflage 
her sense of elation) 
So that’s what this is all about, is it? My goodness! 
Karunakar: (Looking steadily at Nabendu) 
Since there’s no relation between the two of you, 
why are you so possessive? 
Ajanta: (Suddenly angry and annoyed) 
Don’t you have anything else to talk about? 
Birupakshya: 
A woman always becomes the topic of discussion, 
Ajanta. 
Ajanta: (Bristling) 
Oh stop it. 'm not liking this one bit. 
Birupakshya: 
How can you say what you like and don’t like when 
you don’t even know what’s ahead? 
Ajanta: 
What do you mean? 
Birupakshya: 
See, you thought you would like being together, so 
you came from the town to the forest for ... well, 
for what? 
Nabendu: 
For a picnic. 
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Birupakshya: 
Oh yes, a picnic! And the rain played the spoilsport- 
Ajanta: (Cutting Birupakshya short) 
Where’s Michhu? And the provisions? 
Birupakshya: (Looking up at her, surprised) 
Who's Michhu? 
Nabendu: 
Our office peon. We brought him along. 
Birupakshya: 
He might have taken shelter somewhere else. 
Nabendu: 
Where? 
Birupakshya: 
You must have noticed other places to take shelter 
in the forest. There are several ruins - of temples, 
and other buildings. Let me put it this way: this isn’t 
just a forest; it’s the site of a lost civilization. Your 
Michhu could have found shelter anywhere. 
Chittapriya: (Sidling up to Ajanta, in a cajoling voice) 
All right, let’s accept there’s no dinner tonight. Why 
not have a little fun? 
Ajanta: (Drawing away from him) 
What do you mean? 
Chittapriya: (Inching closer) 
A little singing and dancing. 
Ajanta: 
Dancing? 
Karunakar: (Inching closer to her) 


Chitta’s an excellent dancer. Rock n’ roll, samba, 
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rumba, everything. What he needs is a partner. Isn’t 
that right, Chitta? 

Ajanta: (Shrinking from them) 
Oh God, how crude can you be! 


Nabendu goes and stands between them. 


Birupakshya: 
No matter how crude, we’ve got to spend the night 
together. 
Nabendu: 
We need to get away from here. 
Birupakshya: 
And go where? 
Nabendu: 
Anywhere. Getting soaked in the rain would be 
better. 
Surendra: (Winking at Chittapriya and Karunakar but out 
of the sight of Nabendu and Ajanta) 
I apologise on their behalf. They’ve behaved badly. 
Birupakshya: 
Forget all that. What do you think of this house . . .? 
Karunakar: (Thoughtfully) 
It seems abandoned. 
Surendra: 
Obviously; nobody has lived here in ages. 
Chittapriya: (Looking around) 
But it isn’t exactly dilapidated. The roof isn’t leaking; 


the windows aren’t broken. (Examining them) Who 
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lived here? 
Birupakshya: 


Human beings. 


The emphasis on ‘human’ seems to express hope, assurance, 


despair, regret, anger and dilemma. 
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Ajanta: 
So where did these human beings go? 
Birupakshya: 
We can go on asking each other that question until 
we’re blue in the face, but nothing’s going to provide 
an answer to our hunger. (Pausing to take a deep 
breath, as if inhaling something) 1 think I can faintly 
smell something. 
Karunakar: (Sniffing) 
Food? 
Birupakshya: 
No. 
Chittapriya: (Looking at Ajanta) 
Perfume? A flower? 
Nabendu: (To deflect Chittapriya) 
Of course, there’s a smell ... But ... but ... (Takes a 
few deep breaths as if trying to place the smell) 
Birupakshya: (Sniffing) 
It’s a rank smell, if you ask me. 
Nabendu: 
You could be right. 
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Karunakar: (Sniffing hard) 
That’s right. 


They all start sniffing. 


Birupakshya: 
The smell of something rotting. 
Ajanta: 
Yes, and it’s getting quite unbearable. 
Chittapriya: 
My God, what a foul smell. 
Surendra: 
We can’t stay in this room a minute longer unless 
we do something about the stench. 
Birupakshya: 
But we were all fine here just about a minute ago. 
Ajanta: 
You seem to be questioning the human instinct in us 
all the time. 
Birupakshya: 
Human instinct! Human beings and their human 
instincts! 
Ajanta: 
Why do you think you’re different from the rest? 
Birupakshya: 
Am I? 
Ajanta: 
Anyway, what matters most is to find the source of 


the smell and get rid of it, so we can spend the rest 
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of the night in peace. 
Birupakshya: 
But who will do that? Who? 
Ajanta: 
What do you mean? 
Birupakshya: 
Do you believe in ghosts? 
Ajanta: 
Ghosts? Nonsense! 
Birupakshya: 
Suppose there’s a dead man in the next room? 
Suppose his spirit is around? 
Ajanta: 
Don’t scare me. Talk about something else . . . 
Birupakshya: 
Of course it could be a dead snake or a dead frog. 
Ajanta: (Fearfully) 
A snake? 
Birupakshya: 
Nothing surprising. 
Ajanta: (With a wild scream) 
Oh, my God! 


She grabs the man nearest to her, not Nabendu, not Birupakshya. 
The man comes alive and grabs the opportunity to told her tightly 
and run his hand over her head. His voice softens and he scolds 
Birupakshya: “What fun is it for you to scare ladies, huh? You 


know they have weak hearts!” 
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Nabendu: (Freeing Ajanta from the man’s embrace) 
What’s wrong, Ajanta? 
Ajanta: 
I thought I felt something slithering across my feet. 
Birupakshya laughs. 
Birupakshya: 
It’s all in the mind - the snake, the frog, the ghosts 
and the spirits. (To Ajanta) Nothing to be afraid of, 
dear lady. 
Ajanta: 
Oh, I’m so scared. 
Nabendu: 
Come; let’s check out the rest of the house. 
Surendra: 
What will that get you? 
Nabendu: 
Safety. 
Karunakar: 
Ajanta’s safety - is that what you want to ensure? 
Nabendu: 
Of course. 
Karunakar: 
But can you be relied upon to ensure Ajanta’s safety? 
Nabendu: 
What do you mean? 
Surendra: 
Ajanta’s an unmarried young woman. You’re not her 


fiancé. You’re like any of us, aren’t you? 
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Nabendu: (Rushing angrily towards Surendra) 
Ajanta’ll answer that. (Shaking Ajanta) Won't you, 
Ajanta? 

Chittapriya: 
What's wrong with you, Nabendu? Have good 
manners taken leave of you? 

Karunakar: 
Enough, Nabendu. One more show of machismo 
and we’ll throw you out. 

Ajanta: (In fear) 
What are you all up to? 

Birupakshya: 
What all male species do in the presence of a female 
- starting a fight. 

Ajanta: 
Birupakshya! 

Birupakshya: 
Y ou have nothing to fear; no harm will come to you. 
A woman is safe when there are many men. 

Ajanta: (Brushing him aside) 
Stop it all, I beg you. 

Karunakar: 
If this was the college campus this would have 
snowballed into a strike by now. 

Chittapriya: 
Stop it. Ajanta doesn’t like it. 

Birupakshya: 


You three are in. ..? 
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Surendra: 
Yes, in college. In the postgraduate classes. 

Birupakshya: 
Listen everyone, you’re drifting away from the main 
thing. 

Chittapriya: 
To hell with the main thing. Come on, let’s spend 
the night singing and dancing. 

Birupakshya: 
So you can show how much of a man you are? You 
want Ajanta to judge the winner, right? 

Karunakar: (Charging at him) 
What did you say? 

Birupakshya: 
That’s what got you riled up. Oh, let it go. The only 
way to keep peace is to put Ajanta out. 

Nabendu: 
My suggestion exactly, 

Ajanta: 
Throw me out? You want me to get lost? Where 
will I go? 

Birupakshya: 
But we aren’t heartless brutes, are we? Besides, it’s 
pouring outside. Anyone who suggests that you 
should be put out in the rain and darkness does so at 
considerable risk to his own life. 

Ajanta: 
Birupakshya! 
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Birupakshya: 
I'm listening. 
Ajanta: 
I beg you all, please stop all this talk about me. It’s 
getting on my nerves. 
Birupakshya: 
If some of these non-vegetarian jokes are getting to 
you, let’s explore the other rooms. 
Ajanta: 
So you’ll all go away and leave me alone here? 
Nabendu: 
No, I’lI stay with you. 
Ajanta: (Shrinking in shame and annoyance) 
Nabendu! 
Nabendu: (His voice rising, turning to Ajanta but actually 
addressing the whole company) 
What’s there to be so coy about, Ajanta? Our 
wedding date has been fixed and the notice for the 
wedding registration already given. 
Ajanta: 
Will you please stop? 
Nabendu: 
Birupakshya, tell me. Can the wedding be too far 
off if there’s an engagement? 
Ajanta: 
Please, Nabendu. 
Nabendu: 


I don’t understand why you’re embarrassed by this. 
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Birupakshya: 
Because, Nabendu, marriage, is not an asset but a 
liability: a debit not a credit. Everyone who’s 
married plays it down. Marriage mars a woman’s 
chances of attracting more males. 
Ajanta: 
Up to your meanness again, aren’t you, Birupakshya? 
Birupahkshya: (Announcing loudly for the benefit of all) 
First of all, we need to find Ajanta a separate room. 
Surendra: 
I'll do that. The rest of you can wait here. 
Birupakshya: 
Karunakar and Chitta, why don’t you two go out 
and see if you can find something for dinner? 
Karunakar: 
Go out? 
Birupakshya: 
You might not have to leave the house. You might 
find something in the other rooms. 
Karunakar: 
We can do without dinner for one night. 
Birupakshya: 
You want Ajanta to starve? 
Karunakar: (Accusingly) 
Where should we start? We don’t know anything 
about this place. What do we... 
Birupakshya: 
Surendra, get going. 
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Birupakshya lights the other candle and hands it to Surendra. 


Birupakshya: 
Check out the rooms. Karunakar and Chittapriya, 
take the other candle and go look for food. One 
lighted candle must always be kept in this room. 
Well, Nabendu, apparently there’s nothing for you 
to do. 

Chittapriya: 
And what about you? 

Birupakshya: (With a short laugh) 
Don’t worry about me; I’ll find something to do. If 
nothing else, I'll keep open the lines of communication 


among all of you. 
There will be only one lighted candle in Room No. One. 
FREEZE 


Room No. Two. Surendra enters with alighted candle. The inside 
of the room becomes visible. There’s a bed in the middle of the 
room. On the bed is a shovel alongside a man stretched out under 


a shroud; he faces away from the audience. 
The action alternates between these two rooms. 
FREEZE 


Room No. One 
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Birupakshya: 
Since we have to wait for Surendra to get back, why 
sit and twiddle our thumbs? Why not have some 
fun? (Turning to Chittapriya) You can sing, can’t 
you? 
Chittapriya: 
Yes. 
Birupakshya: 
Sing something. Keep singing until Surendra gets 
back. 
Chittapriya: 
The atmosphere here hardly inspires singing. 
Birupakshya: 
What has the atmosphere got to do with it? 
Nabendu: 
I don’t like it. 
Birupakshya: 
What can you do about it? Nobody asked for the 
foul weather. (To Chittapriya) Go on, get started. 
Karunakar: (To Chittapriya) 
Sing, man. Don't be shy. 


Chittapriya pantomimes singing. 


FREEZE 


Room No. Two 


Surendra: 
Hello! Why isn’t there a light in this room? 
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He moves closer to the bed. Bringing the candle closer to the face 
of the man on the bed he lets out a scream of fright. He picks up 
a piece of paper from near the head of the body and reads it with 
rapt attention. He rushes to Room No. Three and counts six 
steps from the doorway. Then he stops to mull things over for a 
long moment and retraces his steps to Room No. Two. He picks 
up the shovel from the bed and returns to the third room. From 
now on both rooms will light up alternately. After some thought, 


Surendra snuffs out the candle. 

FREEZE 

Room No. One 

Chittapriya pantomimes the end of a song. 


Birupakshya: 
Wonderful. You sing so well Chitta! Don’t you 
think so, Nabendu? 
Nabendu: 
Oh yes, very well. 
Ajanta: 
Encore! 
Chittapriya: 
Oh no. Excuse me, I’m tired. 
Birupakshya: 
Well, well... 
FREEZE 
36 
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Room No. Three 

Spotlight on Surendra. He’s digging up the floor with the shovel. 
FREEZE 

Room No. One 


Birupakshya: 
What the use of just sitting about doing nothing? 
Nabendu: 
It’s been so tiring. 
Chittapriya: 
There’s nothing to do but wait until Surendra 
returns. 
Ajanta: 
Where did Michhu go? What did he do? Beats me. 
What happened to our tiffin carriers? We don’t 
even know whether the poor fellow took them with 
him or left them somewhere. 
Birupakshya: 
Don’t worry about him. He must have found shelter. 
Nabendu: 
Where? 
Birupahshya: 
I told you there are quite a few places in the forest 
to take shelter. 
Chittapriya: 
I wonder why Surendra’s taking so long. 
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Birupakshya: 
Now that you’ve mentioned it — yes, why? 
Chittapriya: 
I think we should go look for him. 
Ajanta: (To Nabendu) 
Can you go outside and see if the rain has let up a 
bit? 
Nabendu: 
But... 
Birupakshya: 
Now’s not the time to worry about the rain. 
Nabendu: 
Why not? 
Birupakshya: 
Because it’s impossible to leave here even if the rain 
has stopped. 
Ajanta: 
But Birupakshya... 
Birupakshya: 
There’s no escaping this place before morning. 
Chittapriya: 
What do you mean? 
Birupakshya: 
The rain isn’t the only problem. The forest is as 
thick as the night is dark. We couldn’t leave even if 
we wanted to. 
Nabendu: 
Did you hear that Ajanta? We can’t get away from 


here. 
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Birupakshya: 
That’s right - all getaways cancelled since you 
arrived. 
Ajanta: 
But what has that got to do with checking on the 
rain? Maybe if it’s stopped raining completely . .. 
Birupakshya: 
You’ll go off in search of another shelter, won’t you? 
(To himself) What’s wrong with this place? 
Ajanta: 
I don’t like it. 
Birupakshya: 
What don’t you like? 
Ajanta: 
Everything - all of you, this place, the darkness, the 
dim light of the candle . .. 
Nabendu: 
It’s so eerie, so ghostly - as if we’re not creatures of 
flesh and blood. 
Ajanta: 
And instead of reducing the darkness, the dim 
candlelight seems to be deepening it. Well, 
Nabendu... 
Nabendu: 
What? 
Ajanta: 
Can’t you go outside and take a look? 
Nabendu: 
Should I? 
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Ajanta: 
Please. (Her voice is so seductive no one can refuse her) 
Please. 
Nabendu: 
Birupakshya, I'll go have a look see. 
Birupakshya: 
Go ahead. 


Nabendu leaves. 
FREEZE 

Room No. Three 
Surendra is busy digging. 
FREEZE 

Room No. One 


Chittapriya: 


Come on, we all should go and explore the place. 
They all get up. 


Ajanta: 
And leave me behind in the dark? 
Chittapriya: 
But why do you want to stay behind? Come along 


with us. 
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Ajanta: 


I will. 


They all troop into Room No. Two, which lights up. Room No. 
One grows dark. 


Birupakshya stops short. 


Birupakshya: 
Do you see that? There’s somebody on the bed. 
Chittapriya: 
Must be Surendra; who else? Look at the selfish 
fellow — he got away from us, found a bed and coolly 
went off to sleep. Damn him. 
Karunakar: 
It doesn’t look like him. It can’t be him. 
Chittapriya: 
Is it the master of the house then? 
Karunakar: 
Could be. 
Chittapriya: 
You mean the master of the house is around? 
Birupakshya: 
‘Around’ - that could mean anything. 
Karunakar: 
What do you mean? 
Birupakshya: (With relief) 
Then we can get everything ~ food, bed, everything. 
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Chittapriya: 
Wake him up. 
Ajanta: 
He must be hard of hearing. How can anyone still 
be sleeping when we’re making such a racket? 
Chittapriya: 
Perhaps blind too. He hasn’t reacted to the light 
around him. 
Karunakar: 
But where is Surendra? Didn’t he notice the man? 
Chittapriya: (Irritated) 
Forget Surendra. Wake the man up. 
Birupakshya: 
Should I? 


The others nod their approval. 


Birupakshya: (To the figure on the bed) 
Hello! Sir! Can you hear me? 

Chittapriya: 
Go on, shake him a bit. 

Ajanta: 
Strange, he’s kept the door open. 

Birupakshya: 
Why shouldn’t he? Who’d venture here in the 
evening? (Pause) Wait, don’t you think the stench is 
far stronger in this room? 

Karunakar: 


Maybe, but we’ll see about that later. First, wake 


42 
THE GRAVEDIGGERS 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


him up. 

Birupakshya: (Picking up the candle and approaching the bed) 
Hello! Sir! (Shaking him) Wake up. (With suspicion 
and fear) Oh my God, Karunakar! 

Karunakar: 

What’s the matter? 

Birupakshya: 

He’s dead! This is a corpse! 


Everyone screams. There’s a scramble for the door and finally 
everyone’s out of the room. Ajanta groans. Everyone is badly 
shaken. Birupakshya comes out last and places the candle back 
in its place. Karunakar paces up and down. Chittapriya sits 
down like alump. Ajanta keeps trembling. Birupakshya watches 


them all. 


Nabendu: (Entering) 
What's the matter? What’s wrong? (Noticing Ajanta 
trembling) What is it, Ajanta? 

Ajanta: 
There’s a dead man in the next room. 

Nabendu: (Screams) 
A dead man? A corpse? Don’t be nervous. Let's think 
up something - 

Karunakar: 
Can’t stay in this place a minute longer. Let's plan 
our exit. 

Ajanta: 


To go where? 
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Birupakshya: (Raising his voice) 
Why’re you all so upset? So what if there’s a body 
in the next room? He’s dead, for heaven’s sake, he’s 
gone. We should worry about ourselves - we’re still 
alive! 

Chittapriya: 
What should we do? 

Birupakshya: 
A lot, Chittapriya. 

Chittapriya: 
Such as? 

Birupakshya: 
First of all, look for Surendra. Next, get some food; 
we’re all starving. After that, do something about 
the corpse. 

Silence. 

Birupakshya: 
Remove the fear of the dead from our minds, get rid 
of the stench, make arrangements to sleep through 
what’s left of the night. 

Nabendu: 
This is nonsense. We have to get away from here 
right now. I couldn’t dream of spending the night in 
the company of a dead man. 

Ajanta: 
Same for me. I can’t spend the night here. (To 
Nabendu) Go and look for Michhu. 

Nabendu: 
Will do. 
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Ajanta: 

Now. This instant. 
Birupakshya: 

At night? In the dark? In the forest? 
Nabendu: 

The forest isn’t half as scary as this house. 
Birupakshya: 

As you please. 
Nabendu: (Taking a couple of steps toward Ajanta) 

I'll be back soon. Don’t be scared. 
Birupakshya: 

You’re being a fool, Nabendu. There are four men 


here - strong, able-bodied, more capable than you . 


Nabendu fixes Birupakshya with a long, hard look, pats Ajanta 


on the back and exits. 


Chittapriya: 
What shall we do about Surendra? 

Birupakshya: (Thoughtfully) 
He must have seen the corpse and run away out of 
fright to some other room to hide. 

Chittapriya: 
Not bloody likely. (Pause) The room in which the 
dead man is lying — there’s a window opposite the 
bed, remember? 

Karunakar: 


Yes, I remember that. 
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Chittapriya: 
Surendra must have jumped out the window and run 
away. 
Karunakar: 
What makes you think so? 
Chittapriya: 
People do strange things when they’re afraid. 
Birupakshya: 
Go on, spell it out. 
Chittapriya: 
Surendra must have been so scared that instead of 
backing out he rushed forward and jumped straight 
out of the window. 
Birupakshya: 
And run for his life? That doesn’t make sense. 
Chittapriya: (Stubbornly) 
Trust me, that’s exactly what he’s gone and done. 
Birupakshya: 
In any case, it has frightened the hell out of you. 
And who can say whether you’re right or not. Maybe 
you’re so rattled you just want to get the hell out of 
here and have made up this story to that you're 
afraid. 
Karunakar: 
No, I trust Chitta. I have faith in him. 
Birupakshya: 
Go on out then. Go look for Surendra. 
Ajanta: 
What about you? 
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Birupakshya: 
Count me out. I’m not part of your group, so don’t 
drag me into it. I'd much rather spend the night here 
than go into the forest. Tigers and bears are more 
dangerous than a dead man. I can fend for myself. 

Ajanta: 
What about me? 

Birupakshya: 
You can stay if you wish. 

Chittapriya: (Picking up the candle) 
Ah, Karunakar! 

Ajanta: 
Where are you taking the light? 

Karunakar: 
We need it. If you think you need it too you’d better 
come with us. 

Ajanta: 
Should I? 

Birupakshya: (To Chittapriya) 
But how exactly do you intend to look for 
Surendra? 

Chittapriya: 
Why? What's the problem? 

Birupakshya: 
The wind will blow the candle out the moment you 
step outside. If you take Ajanta with you you'll have 
to protect her. Almost as carefully as the light. So I 


suggest you leave the candle, and Ajanta, here. 
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Karunakar: 
How will we find Surendra in the dark? 
Birupakshya: 
Shout out his name. The darkness didn’t stop you 
from reaching this house, did it? 
Chittapriya: (Putting the candle down in irritation) 


Come on, Karunakar, let's go. 
Exit Karunakar and Chittapriya. 


Birupakshya: (To Ajanta) 
The light’s here, and you are too. 
Ajanta: 
Believe me, I can’t stay here a minute longer. 
Birupakshya: 
You'll see, you’ll get over your fear, Ajanta. Besides, 
I’m not going far away. If you get too frightened 
just take the candle and go outside. Or else give me 


a shout; I won’t be far away. 


Exit Birupakshya. Ajanta sits with her gaze riveted on the flame. 


She can hear the sound of intermittent digging. It unsettles her. 


Ajanta: 
Who'’s that? Who’s out there? 


No reply. Ajanta becomes more and more nervous. Sound of 


footsteps approaching. Beads of sweat appear on Ajanta’s face. 
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Ajanta: 
Who’s that - Nabendu? 


Footsteps come closer. 


Ajanta: (Getting up and sitting back down) 
Who’s there? Why don’t you answer? 


Enter Surendra. Flecks of mud and dirt are stuck to his face. He 
looks visibly tired from his exertions. His eyes fall and linger on 
Ajanta. Ajanta fixes him with a vacant stare. Surendra looks 
around, takes out a stub of a candle and lights it with the flame 
of the other candle. 


Surendra: 
Ajanta! Ajanta! 
Ajanta: (Coming to) 
Who's that? 
Surendra: (Raising his voice) 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: (Screaming in fright) 
I don’t know a thing. I didn’t hear anything; I haven't 
seen anything. 
Surendra: (Cutting her short) 
What are you babbling on about? 


Ajanta suddenly stops and looks around and laughs. 


Ajanta: 
Hey! (Laughing louder) Hey! (Laughing outrageously, 
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as if to get rid of her fear) Hey Surendra! 
Surendra: (Scolding her) 
Stop it! Why the hell are you laughing like that? 


Ajanta stops abruptly. 


Ajanta: 
I’ve never been so scared! 
Surendra: 
Nobody saw me sneaking back. 
Ajanta: 
No? I saw you. I’ve been here all along. 
Surendra: 
That’s exactly why I came back - because you’re 
here. 
Ajanta: 
But where were you? Karunakar and Chitta have gone 
out to look for you. 
Surendra: (Showing her the candle) 
This went out. I needed to light it again. 
Ajanta: 
Why do you need light? 
Surendra: 
Oh, I really need it. 
Ajanta: 
Do you know what? There’s a dead man in the next 
room. 
Surendra: 


I know. 
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Ajanta: 
I was so terrified... 
Surendra: 


All right, I’m off. 
He makes for the door. 


Ajanta: 
No, don’t. 1 can’t stay here on my own. 
Surendra: 
So? What can I do? 
Ajanta: 
Stay. 
Surendra: 
No, I can’t. 
Ajanta: 
At least tell me where you’re going. I'll tell your 
friends when they come back. 
Surendra: 
No, no need to tell anyone anything. 
Ajanta: 
Why? 
Surendra: 
Because I don’t want you to. 
Ajanta: 
What's the matter? 
Surendra: 


Nothing. 


Ajanta sidles up to him and fixes him with a steady stare. 
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Ajanta: 
What exactly have you been up to? There’s mud 
on your face; there’s mud all over your body. 


Ajanta thinks for a while. 


Ajanta: 
And I did hear the sound of digging a little while 
ago. 
Surendra: (With rising irritation) 
You’re better off not worrying your pretty little 
head about that. 
Ajanta: 
About what? 
Surendra: 
Be satisfied with the little you know. 
Ajanta: (Perplexed) 
No, I want to know everything. 
Surendra: 
Do you realize you’re here all by yourself at the 
moment? 
Ajanta: (Mustering courage) 
I do. So? 
Surendra: 
Too much curiosity isn’t healthy. 
Ajanta: 
You mean... 
Surendra: 
Look, I’m a male. 
Ajanta: 


Will you molest me? 
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Surendra: 
Worse, I could bump you off if need be. 
Ajanta: 
You don’t desire a pretty young woman? 
Surendra: 
I do, but something stronger has taken hold of me. 
Ajanta: 
And what's that? 
Surendra: 
It can stay a secret. 
Ajanta: 
But the secret you want to hide from me might well 
come to the notice of the others! 
Surendra: 
Didn’t I tell you I’ve every intention of getting rid 
of you? 
Ajanta: (Disdainfully) 
Are you sure you’ll be able to carry out your threat? 
Surendra: (In anger) 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: 
A barking dog seldom bites . .. A thundering cloud 
seldom rains... 
Surendra: 
What do you mean? 
Ajanta: 
Let’s suppose you do kill me. The others will come 
looking for you and nail you down in the end. 


They’ll also learn what you’ve been up to. So what 


53 
THE GRAVEDIGGERS 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


do you gain by killing me? Besides . .. 
Surendra: 
Besides what? 
Ajanta: 
They won’t leave you alone. No, it makes more 
sense to take me into confidence and put an end to 


my growing curiosity. 
Surendra remains thoughtful. 


Ajanta: (Watching him lost in thought) 
Look, you’re inviting trouble if you don’t let me in 


on it. 
Surendra remains lost in thought. 


Ajanta: 

You can trust me; I won’t betray you. 
Surendra: (Thoughtfully) 

All right, come with me. 
Ajanta: 


Good. Let’s get a move on. 
Surendra stops in his tracks. 


Surendra: 
We'll have to go through the room with the corpse. 
Can you make it? 

Ajanta: (Fearlessly) 


As long as you’re with me! 
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Surendra: 


Come on, then. 


Surendra leaves, followed by Ajanta. As soon as they step into 
the room with the corpse, Ajanta grabs Surendra from behind. 


Surendra: 
We’d better go back. 
Ajanta: 
No. 
Surendra: 
But you’re so frightened! 
Ajanta: 
We’re already in the middle of the room - it’s the 
same distance either way. So let’s keep on. Only the 
atmosphere in this room is so oppressive! 
Surendra: 


All right. 
They advance as before, Surendra in front, Ajanta behind. 


Room No. Two begins to dim and becomes totally dark; Room 
No. Three begins to gradually light up. The floor in the middle 
of the room has been dug up; there’s a hole with a pile of dirt 
surrounding it. A shovel is lying beside it. 


Surendra places the candle on a mound and points out the hole to 


Ajanta. 


Surendra: 
Do you see that? 
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Ajanta: 
Yes. What is it? 
Surendra: 
A hole. I’ve been digging it. 
Ajanta: 
Why? 
Surendra: 
Hush. Speak softly. Don’t raise your voice. 
Ajanta: 
Tell me everything. Don’t leave anything out. 
Surendra: 
Vil tell you everything. In the beginning, I wanted to 
do it all by myself, but now I’ve found how difficult 
it is without an accomplice. 
Ajanta: 
But you’re making such a mystery of it. Tell me, 
what’s this all about? 
Surendra: (Thoughtfully) 
Before I do that, tell me where my friends went? 
Ajanta: 
Out to look for you. 
Surendra: 
All of them? 
Ajanta: 
No, only Karunakar and Chitta. 
Surendra: 
And the others? 
Ajanta: 
Birupakshya went to look for food and Nabendu 
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for another place to take shelter. 
Surendra: 
Those two went off to look for me? 
Ajanta: 
Yes. 
Surendra: 
Strange! 
Ajanta: 
Why? 
Surendra: 
Wouldn’t it have made more sense to have looked 
for me in the house first? Wouldn’t that have been 
more logical? 
Ajanta: 
Everything’s not always logical. Besides, who can 
say what they really wanted - to look for you, or 
to get away because they were afraid of the corpse? 
Surendra: 
Sometimes outside is safer than inside. 
Ajanta: 
Yes, especially once it stopped raining. 
Surendra: 
They ought to have searched the house first, if you 
ask me, no matter how strong the impulse to look 
for me outside. Anyway, I’m saved. 
Ajanta: 
Cut the suspense. 
Surendra: 
All right, let’s get down to business. (Taking out a 
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piece of paper from his pocket) Look at this - 
Ajanta: (Taking it nearer to the candle) 
This... this is just a map. 
Surendra: 
Take a good look. (Pointing at the map) These are 
the three rooms - this is the front room, this the 
middle one with the corpse, and the one shown in 
red is this room. Look closer. In the middle of the 
floor, there’s a red circle. Can you see it? 
Ajanta: 
Yes. I can see it - the red circle. But what does it 
mean? 
Surendra: 
Hidden treasure! 
Ajanta: 
What? Where? 
Surendra: 
Under the floor. Hidden treasure. 
Ajanta: 
Where did you find the map? Where was it? 
Surendra: 
Near the corpse’s head. 
Ajanta: 
How did it get there? Who put it there? 
Surendra: 
Maybe the dead man himself. Maybe he understood 
his end was near, so he drew a map and put it on the 


pillow close to his head. 
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Ajanta: 
You mean he put it beside his head just before he 
passed away? 
Surendra: 
Maybe he had no one to inherit his wealth. 
Ajanta: 
But surely he could have given it to somebody? 
Surendra: 
To quote you - everything’s not always logical. 
Ajanta: 
This hidden treasure - how much do you think it 
could be worth? 
Surendra: 
Plenty. Could be the savings of a lifetime. 
Ajanta: 
And what he did was to dig a hole and bury it? How 
strange! 
Surendra: 
That’s what I thought at first. But when I came into 
this room, I found there was no cement floor where 
Ive dug. It seems to have been dug up and filled in 
recently. When I started digging I had no trouble 
scooping out the dirt. 
Ajanta: 
OK, let’s assume there actually is some treasure 
hidden here. 
Surendra: 


Since I stumbled upon it, it’s all mine. 
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Ajanta: 
As a witness I could claim a share. 
Surendra: 
All right, I’m ready to share it with you. 
Ajanta: 
You mean we’ll divide it up between us? 
Surendra: 
Equally, you can trust me. 
Ajanta: (Her eyes light up with greed) 
Couldn’t we - just think - couldn’t we keep it all 
together, you know, instead of dividing it up? 
Surendra: 
Then one of us would have to be out of the picture. 
Ajanta: 
Greed can be overpowering, can’t it? 
Surendra: 
And that’s what’s taken possession of both of us. 
Ajanta: 
It'll infect the others too. 
Surendra: 
Not if we don’t let them get wind of it. 
Ajanta: 
How will you do that? 
Surendra: 
That will be your responsibility; you'll have to make 
sure of that. 
Ajanta: 
Me? What can I do? 
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Surendra: 
You'll have to keep them away from here. 

Ajanta: 
And then? 

Surendra: 
After I’ve found the treasure I'll reappear. My 
friends will be overjoyed to see me. 

Ajanta: 
And then? 

Surendra: 
Then while they’re asleep or caught up in something 
else, we’ll steal away with the loot and divide it up. 
If they have the bad luck to come back while I’m 
still digging, you’ll have to use all your wiles to keep 
them at bay. 

Ajanta: 
Of course III be able to keep them away from here. 
But it makes me sad to think we’ll have to divide the 
wealth. 

Surendra: 
Just between the two of us. 

Ajanta: 
Two shares . . . reduced by half . . . 

Surendra: 
I won’t feel bad if I have to share it with you. 

Ajanta: 
I'll feel bad, though. 

Surendra: 


What do you mean? 
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Ajanta: 
Well, I’ve made up my mind. 


FREEZE 


Room No. Three 


Enter Nabendu and Michhu, talking. 
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Michhu: 
No sooner had I stepped outside to collect firewood 
than it started to pour. 

Nabendu: 
And then? 

Michhu: 
I came running back. Only to find the tiffin carriers 
and food packets scattered all around, and you all 
gone. The rain had spoiled the food. 

Nabendu: 
What about the other things - were they spoiled 
too? 

Michhu: 
I took whatever I could into the ruined temple where 
I took shelter. It’s only after the rain stopped that I 
came out to look for you. 

Nabendu: 
As if you’ve done a lot! Never mind. Any idea about 
the others? 

Michhu: 


How could I, sir? With the rain on the one hand, 
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and the darkness on the other. How could I know 
who took shelter where? 

Nabendu: 
Don't I know you - you’re worthless! 

Michhu: 
How am I to blame, sir? You couldn’t see a thing an 
arm’s length in front of your eyes. Stop worrying 
about those people, sir ~ they must have taken shelter 
somewhere. 

Nabendu: 
You don’t understand anything! How will I be able 
to show my face at the office tomorrow? Won't 
everyone blame me for being utterly selfish? 

Michhu: 
Let them. Saving your own skin is more important, 
under the circumstances. (Pause) Sir, didn’t Ajanta 
madam come with you? 

Nabendu: 
Yes. 

Michhu: (Looking around) 
Where is she? I don’t see her. 

Nabendu: 
That’s what I’m worried about too. There's a light 
here, but no one around. Where could Ajanta have 
gone? And the others? 

Michhu: (Looking around appreciatively) 
This seems like a very good place to spend the night, 
Sir. 

Nabendu: 


We have to leave, no matter how good this place 
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seems; I’ve found a ruined temple where we can 
spend the rest of the night. 
Michhu: 
Sir, it’s just one night. Why not stay here . . .? 
Nabendu: 
No way. 
Michhu: 
Why, sir? 
Nabendu: 
Don’t you know? There’s a body in this house. 
Michhu: (Startled, in fear) 
What, a body? 
Nabendu: 
And it’s beginning to disintegrate and smell. 
Michhu: 
Oh my God, why on earth did I leave the ternple 
where I found shelter? 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta too has had a mighty scare, so we need to 
leave here as soon as possible. 
Michhu: 
But where is Ajanta madam? 
Nabendu: 
I have no idea, Michhu. Maybe she went with the 
others to look for Surendra. 
Michhu: 
What should we do now, sir? 
Nabendu: 
Look, they haven’t taken the light with them; they 
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can’t have gone too far. Come, let's look around. 
Michhu: 
Yes sir, let’s do that. 


They go out. 
Room No. Three 


Surendra: 
What exactly is on your mind? 
Ajanta: 
Just that we have to think up something, some way 
to keep from dividing up the treasure. 
Surendra: 
Dreaming, are you? 
Ajanta: 
If I were dreaming, I’d be sticking with Nabendu. 
This greed wouldn’t have taken hold of me. No, 
Surendra, I’m quite clear in my mind: I’ve taken a 
decision. 
Surendra: 
What have you decided? 
Ajanta: 
That the two of us together should enjoy the 
treasure. 
Surendra: 
You mean...? 
Ajanta: (Provocatively, ina way calculated to arouse male 


desire) Aren’t I good-looking enough? 
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Surendra: (Raising his voice) 
What are you driving at? 
Ajanta: 
Hush! Not so loud... (Dropping her voice to a whisper) 
Remember, in medieval times, women used to choose 
the worthiest man from among a horde of suitors. 
Surendra: 
Look here . .. 
Ajanta: 
We’ll get married. That way, it'll all remain in the 
family. 
Surendra: 
No way. Impossible! 
Ajanta: 
Why impossible? 
Surendra: 
Because you’re already engaged to Nabendu. 
Ajanta: 
There have been several cases before of bridegrooms 
walking away from the wedding platform. 
Surendra: 
No matter . .. 
Ajanta: 
Take a good look at me, Surendra. I’m beautiful; 
I’m old enough; I’m not immature. Our engagement 
is a minor matter. 
Surendra: 
So I take you... 
Ajanta: 


Not only me, but whatever we unearth. It’ll belong 
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to both of us. Once we’re married, it’lI be all ours. 
Just one account. 
Surendra: 
Give me time to think it over. 
Ajanta: 
Where’s the time for that? We’ve reached a stage 
where we can’t ask for time to think. We have to 
take a lightning-quick decision. 
Surendra: 
So we’ll be together just because of the treasure? 
Ajanta: 
Our union won'’t be bad if we adjust; maybe we’ll 
end up on the same wavelength. But if we don’t grab 
the loot now, it'll be gone forever. 
Surendra: 
We might change our minds. 
Ajanta: 
Might. But what matters is now, the present - that’s 
what’s most important. 
Surendra: (Dropping the shovel and clasping Ajanta’s hand) 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: 
What tears people apart has brought us together. 
So, Surendra, the chance we’ll change our minds is 
remote. Trust me, we’ve taken the right step. 
Surendra: (Pulling her towards him) 
If only the desire to get rich were out of our minds! 
Ajanta: (Freeing her hand) 


Sentimentality might jeopardize everything, 
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Surendra. Get a grip on yourself. They might come 
back any time. I’ll have to keep them at bay. 
Surendra: 
Are you leaving? 
Ajanta: 
For a little while. With one idea in mind. 1°11 be back 
soon, as soon as possible. 
Surendra: 


All right, go. 
Surendra slumps down. 


Ajanta: (Watching him, she becomes agitated) 
Is this any time to stop? 

Surendra: 
[...mso confused. Why did I want to light the 
candle? Why did I go the front room? Why did I 
ever want to get back to this room again? Why did 
you tag along? 

Ajanta: (In a determined voice) 
Surendra! 

Surendra: 
What? 

Ajanta: 
Maybe you wanted the light to make sure you were 
digging in the right spot. Anyway, please put out 
the light and get down to work. I'll go back to the 
front room and wait for them. 

Surendra: 


Can you manage in the dark? 
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Ajanta: (Extinguishing the flame) 


I jolly well can. 


Darkness all around. The tinkling sound of Ajanta’s glass 
bangles. 


Ajanta: 
Let go of my hand, Surendra, and get back to digging. 
III be back soon. 
Surendra: 
Aren’t you afraid of the dark? 
Ajanta: 
Nah. 


Sound of digging, sound of footfalls. Sound of somebody stumbling 


in the second room. 


Surendra: 

What happened, Ajanta? Did you fall down? 
Ajanta: 

No. I just banged against the bed. 


Ajanta is seen in the first room, slowly walking around. 


Nabendu: 
There you are! I was looking for you outside. 
Ajanta: 


Looking for me - why? 
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Nabendu: 
Where were you? What were you doing? 
Ajanta: 
Where have you been? When did you get back? 
Nabendu: 
Hey, we both seem to be only asking questions, not 
bothering to answer. 
Ajanta: 
I’m not nervous. Why wouldn't I answer? 
Nabendu: 
What are you babbling on about? 
Ajanta: 
Do you know there’s a corpse in the next room? 
I’ve been here all the while, but you’ve only just come 
back. 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: 
And you didn’t find Micchu, did you? You’d better 
go out and look for him again. More carefully this 
time. 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: (Changing the topic) 
Really, how childish is this matter of falling in love! 
Nabendu: (Darting closer and shaking her by the arm) 
What’s wrong with you? 
Ajanta: 


Suppose, you found out you’d won a big prize in 
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the lottery . .. 
Nabendu: 
Eureka! Then I’d take off, screaming gibberish out 
of joy. 
Ajanta: 
So you’d leave me behind and run away, wouldn’t 
you? 
Nabendu: 
What has a lottery got to do with you? 
Ajanta: 
Do you find me different, changed? 
Nabendu: 
Not really . . . 
Ajanta: 
I was checking out the other rooms. 
Nabendu: 
What? You went through the room with the corpse 
all by yourself to check out the whole house? 
Ajanta: 
Do you know what I found? Nothing ~ the whole 
house is empty! 
Nabendu: 
It didn’t scare you? 
Ajanta: 
I wasn’t as afraid. Time and circumstances make 
people brave. 
Nabendu: 
Where have the others gone? 
Ajanta: 
To look for Surendra. 
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Nabendu: 
And you’ve been here all by yourself the whole time? 
Ajanta: 
What? The light, the corpse in the next room, the 
sounds of the night, and my fear, and my greed... 
Nabendu: 
Let’s get away from here. 
Ajanta: 
And go where? 
Nabendu: 
I’ve found another place. 
Ajanta: 
No. 
Nabendu: 
But just a little while ago you were saying how 
suffocating you find it here. 
Ajanta: 
It’s all right now. I’m beginning to feel better, much 
better. 
Nabendu: 
So soon? 
Ajanta: 
The human mind can change in a split second. It’s 
the quickest thing on earth. 
Nabendu: 
But I can’t stay here a minute longer. How long can 
anyone stay in a house with a disintegrating body? 
Ajanta: 


Well, feel free to leave. 
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Nabendu: 
What do you mean? 
Ajanta: 
I'll wait here until morning and then find my way 
back ... 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: 
Considering how anxious you are to get away ... 
Nabendu: 
You seem changed, Ajanta! 
Ajanta: 
Why do you say this now? 
Nabendu: 
Because I know you. 
Ajanta: (Laughs.) 
Is it possible to know someone else completely? To 
get to know them so quickly? Particularly when 
there’s a long, full life ahead . ..? 
Nabendu: 
Will you come with me? 
Ajanta: 
What if I don’t? 
Nabendu: 
I'll take you away by force. Seems the dead man’s 
spirit has taken possession of you. 
Ajanta: 
Tell Micchu to fetch my things. 
Nabendu: 


You mean...? 
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Ajanta: 
Take it that the thread that tied us together . . . 
Nabendu: 
What could happen to it? 
Ajanta: 
It might snap. 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: (In a firm voice) 
I’m done with you. 
Nabendu: (Hurt, humiliated, shocked) 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: 
Listen, this is no time to act shocked. Our paths part 
here. 
Nabendu: 


You... (He can’t complete the sentence) 
Enter Michhu. 


Michhu: 
Good, madam is here. Sir, let’s not delay any longer; 
let's leave. 

Ajanta: 
I’m not budging from here, Michhu. 

Michhu: 
That's my advice too. What's the point of venturing 
out into the dark for just the few more hours of the 


night? This place is all right, except for the body in 
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the next room... 
Nabendu: 
No, we have to get away from here. 
Michhu: 
Yes, sir, if you say so. Who am I to say no? 
Ajanta: 
Michhu, do one thing - bring me my things. 
Michhu: 
But madam, I put all your and Nabendu babu’s things 
together in the same bundle and took them with me 
to keep them dry and safe. 
Ajanta: 


Go separate my things from his and bring me mine. 
Enter Karunakar and Chitta. Ajanta became edgy, nervous. 


Karunakar: 
Didn't find Surendra. 

Chitta: 
Where could he have gone? Thank God, there aren’t 
any tigers or bears in this forest. 

Karunakar: 
Could he have run away because of the corpse and 
taken shelter somewhere else? 

Nabendu: 
He’d certainly have told us! I think he’s somewhere 
here in the house. 

Ajanta: (Speaking over him) 
Impossible! I’ve been all through the place, but I 


didn’t see him. I think what Karunakar said made 
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sense. 
Nabendu: 
Let’s search the house inside out. That’lIl put an end 
to any doubt and suspicion. 
Ajanta: 
How would that help? Let Surendra be; let him go 
where he pleases. 
Nabendu: 
Surely we should have some sense of responsibility. 
Ajanta: 
Surendra isn’t a child. He’s responsible enough 
himself. 
Nabendu: 
Still we should look for him. 
Ajanta: 
No need to. 
Nabendu: 
Why are you against it? 
Ajanta: 
Why can’t I be? I’ve every right to speak my mind. 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta! 
Karunakar: 
Why are you two fighting? Surendra was part of 
the party, and we’re dutybound to look for him. 
Chitta: (To Ajanta) 
You’re free to go wherever you like. We’ll do our 


part of the job. 
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Ajanta: 
No, I can’t leave. 
Michhu: 
There’s a corpse here. Why do you have to spend 
the night here? 
Ajanta: 
Shut up, Michhu. 
Nabendu: 
But why don’t you want to leave? Why? 
Ajanta: 
You don’t have to know why. 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta! We’re engaged. 
Ajanta: 
Were, at one time. 
Nabendu: (Catching hold of her hand) 
Ajanta! 
Ajanta: (Pulling her hand free) 
How impolite! Just because we’re friends you can’t 
take liberties. 
Nabendu: (Hanging his head down) 
I’m sorry. 
Karunakar: (To Chitta) 
What’s wrong? Why this sudden turn around? 
Chitta: 
Only a while ago they were dreaming dreams of a 
life together. 
Ajanta: 
Now I’m through with all that. I want out; I want to 
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leave. 
Chitta: 
Leave Nabendu? 
Nabendu: 
Simply wanting something doesn’t change things. 
Ajanta: 
Many things have happened to make me want to 
put an end to our engagement. All of them 
unpremeditated -the sudden rain, taking shelter in 
this house ... 
Chitta: (Pricking up his ears) 
Karunakar! 
Karunakar: 
What? 
Chitta: 
Do you hear that? 
Karunakar: 
What? 
Chitta: 
The sound of digging. 


Ajanta bursts into a cackle and creates a racket by briskly pulling 


the chairs around the room. 


Karunakar: 
Stop it. I can’t hear a thing. 
Ajanta: (In a firm voice) 
Chitta, you said you can sing. Come on now, sing 


something. 
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Chitta: 
I told you I’ve got a sore throat. 

Ajanta: (As loudly as before) 
All right, let’s dance then. What will it be ~ the Twist? 
I’ve seen it in movies and can try out the steps. Come, 
dance with me. 

Karunakar: 
Why’re you shouting? 

Ajanta: 
I have a growing feeling we’re fast becoming part 
of a deafening silence - an impenetrable, intolerable 
silence, as hard as wood, as if it were rising from the 
bowels of the earth. 

Karunakar: 


Yes, and there’s a constant hum. 
He advances. Ajanta holds him back. 


Ajanta: 
Where are you going? Have you forgotten there’s 
a corpse in the next room? 
Karunakar: 
I’m not scared of corpses. I have to find out where 
the sound is coming from. 
Nabendu: 
Wait, I'll come with you. 
Ajanta: 
No, none of you can leave; you can’t leave me alone. 
Nabendu: 


Then come along with us. 
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Ajanta: 
No way. I can’t leave this room. 
Nabendu: 
You’re being contrary, Ajanta. 
Ajanta: 
I’m being a woman, am I? 
Nabendu: 
Of which I had evidence a little while ago. 
Ajanta: 
Nabendu! 
Nabendu: 
Karunakar, come let’s go. 
Chittapriya: 
Wait, I’m coming with you. 
Ajanta: 
I said none of you can go anywhere. If you do, P11 


revolt; 1°11 start a rebellion. 


The sound of digging becomes louder. 


Karunakar: 
There, the sound is loud and clear. Where has 
Birupakshya gone? 

Ajanta: 
Why are you trying to go to the other rooms? Do 
you think the sound is coming from there? 


They stop short, undecided about the direction of the sound. 
Ajanta: 
It seems to me - no I’m quite sure - the sound is 
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coming from the backyard. Birupakshya must be 
digging. 
Karunakar: (Taken up with this line of thinking) 
Could be. We didn’t check out the backyard. 
Chittapriya: 
Could be. Quite likely. 
Karunakar: 
But who is it ~ Surendra or Birupakshya? 
Ajanta: 
Why don’t you go find out? 
Chittapriya: 
Come on, Karunakar, let's find out. 
Karunakar: 
All right, let’s go. 
Nabendu: (To Michhu) 
You go with them. 
Michhu: 
Why ...? 
Ajanta: 
Yes, why? Why must Michhu go with them? 
Nabendu: (Whispering) 


So we can be by ourselves. 
Michhu follows the rest out. 


Nabendu: 
Let’s come to a decision about us. 
Ajanta: 


Go on. 
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Nabendu: 
What’s got into you? 
Ajanta: (With a sigh of relief) 
Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 
Nabendu: 
Something seems to have happened since I left. 
Ajanta: 
So? Can you stop things from happening? 
Nabendu: 
But what was it that happened? 
Ajanta: 
Nothing. 
Nabendu: 
You seem to have got me all wrong. 


Ajanta: 


What does it matter - whether I get you right or 


wrong? 
Nabendu: 

You’ll soon be my wife! 
Ajanta: 

That's just what I want to forget. 
Nabendu: 

Have you forgotten everything? The past? 
Ajanta: 

The past is past, Nabendu. It’s over. Forget it. 
Nabendu: 

What, forget it? Erase it? Is the past lost? 
Ajanta: 


One must get over it. 
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Nabendu: 
We are civilized human beings. 
Ajanta: 
All the more reason to forget the past. And be quick 
about it. 
Nabendu: 
So when we go back to the town... 
Ajanta: 
We must go on with our lives with a new outlook. 
We must make fresh adjustments. 
Nabendu: 
Ajanta, who did this to us, who pulled us apart? 
Ajanta: 
Everyone. Everything. The circumstances, the dead 
man in the next room, the journey from darkness to 
light... 
Nabendu: 
But I couldn’t dream of a future without you, Ajanta! 
Ajanta: 
Try to. The past is over and done with. There’s no 
turning back. 
Nabendu: 
But why? What happened? What's the problem? 
Ajanta: 
Our choice, our greed, our lust. We have to forget 
we made plans. 
Nabendu: 
I’ma sensitive person, Ajanta. 
Ajanta: 
Well, I’m not. 
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Nabendu: 
So we leave here as total strangers, do we, Ajanta? 
Ajanta: 
Yes, that’s the best course for both of us. 
Nabendu: 
The best course? 
Ajanta: 
Whatever had to happen has happened... No point 
trying to mend what is broken. That's just stupid -! 
Nabendu: 
I’m suddenly reminded of something that happened 
a long time ago. 
Ajanta: 
Cutit out. 
Nabendu: 
That time you were so helpless. Y ou had just finished 
your BA and come to our office for a job. 
Ajanta: 
And there I ran into you. You felt moved by my 
plight. You were so sympathetic. I was beautiful and 
had a voice that could stop people in their tracks. 
(Pause) And you fell for me. Thanks to your effort 
I landed a job in your office. 
Nabendu: 
And we grew closer and closer and decided to marry. 
Ajanta: 
But today I realized how silly our plans were. 
Nabendu: 


Ajanta! 
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Ajanta: 
If we can change our mind whenever we wish, what’s 
the use of making plans? Tell me. 
Nabendu: 
Really, I have made a mistake. But Ajanta, don’t you 
have a drop of gratefulness in left you? After all I 
did for you? 
Ajanta: 
We all make mistakes. We do, don’t we? 
Nabendu: 
Mistakes, huh? 
Ajanta: 
Yes, mistakes. Mixing gratitude with love and 
marriage. They don’t go together. One does not 
necessarily lead to the other. 
Nabendu: 
There's a limit to selfishness, to cruelty. 
Ajanta: 
Again! These are relative terms. 
Nabendu: 
But believe me, I still love you. I love you after all 
that has come to pass. 
Ajanta: 
Love is a mistake. 
Nabendu: 
You're impossible to decipher, Ajanta. 
Ajanta: 


Don’t even try to. It'll only bring you grief and pain. 
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Nabendu: 
You know what, Ajanta. If only I were a little 
shameless... 
Ajanta: 
Where would that have got you? 
Nabendu: 
I’d have taken you away from here by force. 
Ajanta: 
But don’t you know the problems you’d face? Apart 
from you, there are five men here around me. You’d 
have to fight them before you could carry me off. 
Nabendu: 
What if I try before they come back? 
Ajanta: 
I can always scream and shout. 
Nabendu: 
Go ahead. Scream and shout. I’m going to drag you 
away. 
Ajanta: 
What next? 
Nabendu: 
You’re left with only option - agree to marry me. 
Ajanta: 
How quickly your mask of politeness has come off! 
Nabendu: 
Politeness? (Pause) No, you have to come away with 
me. 
Ajanta: 
No way. 
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Nabendu: 
You won’t? Then you know nothing of my power. 
Ajanta: 
Remember, Mahisasur was powerful too. So was 
Ravan. 
Nabendu: 
Save your words, I couldn’t care less. You’re coming 
with me. 
Ajanta: 
No way. 
Nabendu: 
No way? 
Ajanta: 
No. 
Nabendu: 
Not coming? 
Ajanta: 


No, no, no. 
Enter Karunakar, Chittapriya and Michhu. 


Karunakar: 

We didn’t find them. 
Ajanta: 

Not even Birupakshya? 
Karunakar: 

No, not even him. 
Chittapriya: (To Nabendu) 


I’m sure he’s somewhere in the house. 


87 
THE GRAVEDIGGERS 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Karunakar: 
We can do another search. 
Nabendu: 
That’s what I’ve been telling you. I have no 
objections. 
Ajanta: 
But I have. 


Sounds of joyous laughter from Room No. Three. 


Surendra: 

Bring the light, Ajanta. I’ve found it! 
Ajanta: (Screams) 

No! 


Looking at one another they close in. Karunakar presses forward 


toward Ajanta. 


Karunakar: 
So you were in the know all along. You knew what 
Surendra was up to, where he was and what he was 
looking for. But you kept it from us. Why? Tell us 
why. 

Nabendu: 
Did you enter into a deal with Surendra? 

Ajanta: 
I know nothing. 

Nabendu: 
What the hell, you know nothing, huh? 
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Chittapriya: 
But what was Surendra looking for? And what has 
he found? 

Ajanta: 
I... What would I know about that? 

Nabendu: 
If you know nothing, then why was he calling out 
to you? 

Ajanta: 
Please leave me alone, all of you. I’m a woman and | 
need some privacy. I don’t feel safe. 

Nabendu: (To the men) 
I heard the noise of digging a long time ago. But this 
lady has been trying to mislead us. 

Karunakar: 
Come on, let’s go to that room. 

Ajanta: 
No! 

Chittapriya: 
We must. 

Ajanta: (Beside herself, throwing caution to the wind) 
You all are greedy, selfish, timid and cowardly. One 
person took all the trouble, but you all want a share 
in the find. 

Chittapriya: 
But what has Surendra found? Why have you kept 
it from us? What is it? 

Nabendu: (Picking up the candle) 


No, we’ve got to find out. Come on, you all. 
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Nabendu steps forward. Others follow him. 


Ajanta: 
Be careful, Nabendu. 


Nabendu stops in his tracks. He retraces his steps and catches 
hold of Ajanta’s arm, dragging her along and covering her mouth 


with his free hand. 


They step into Room No. Two, look for the door into Room No. 
Three. They enter Room No. Three, which gradually lights up. 
Surendra is still at it, digging up mud. He senses the presence of 
light. 


Surendra: (Not looking up, keeping digging) 
You’ve come in, Ajanta? I’ve hit the right spot. I’m 
sure the box has been buried here. Once we dig it 
out we’ll get to the loot. Good that the others haven’t 
returned. We have to take the treasure out of the 
box before they get back and get away from here 
under the cover of darkness. How lucky we are, 
Ajanta! We’ve got the hidden treasure, and I’ve got 


you; we won’t have to divide it up. 


By then they have surrounded him. Ajanta has been desperately 
trying to free herself from Nabendu’s grasp, but to no avail. 
Karunakar grabs Surendra by the collar and lifts him up from 
behind. 
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Karunakar: 
Betrayer! What did you imagine, that no one would 
catch on? 

Surendra: (Starts) 
Karunakar! 

Karunakar: 
Not only Karunakar, but the whole gang. And your 
sly girlfriend too. 

Surendra: (Doubtfully) 
Ajanta? 

Nabendu: 
Whar did you imagine, that Ajanta would be yours, 
and the treasure too? 

Surendra: 
Ajanta, did you . . .? 

Ajanta: (In panic) 
Believe me, I didn’t say or do anything! These people 
have dragged me here. I tried to stop them but 
couldn't. 

Surendra: 


Shut up. 


He raises the shovel to hit Ajanta. Karunakar stops him by 


grabbing his hands. 


Ajanta: 
Do you take me for a complete dimwit? Do you 
think I’d let them in on it and reduce my share? 


They’re here on their own. 
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Karunakar removes the shovel from Surendra’s hands. 


Karunakar: 
Enough is enough. Surendra and Ajanta, you wanted 
to cut us out so now we’ll cut you out. Someone, 
grab hold of Surendra, don’t let him loose. (Turning 
to Nabendu) Lift up the candle. Yes, high up. (Taking 
note) Oh my God, the pit is huge. And what’s at the 


bottom of it -~ a wooden box by the look of it! 
Nabendu and Chittapriya move forward to get a better look. 


Ajanta: (To Surendra) 
You’re a weakling. Can’t you stop them? Can't you 
fight them? 
Surendra: 
What are you trying to say, Ajanta? 
Ajanta: 
Maybe the treasure was meant to be shared equally. 
Nabendu: 
Don’t worry, you’ll get a share. 
Ajanta: 
One sixth. 
Michhu: (Excited) 
What? Don’t I count? Am I nobody? You intend to 
share the loot among yourselves and expect me to 
simply look on in a daze? Let’s see how you’ll get 


away from here with your shares. 
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Michhu tightens his towel around his waist and elbows his way 


through to the edge of the pit. 


Nabendu: 
So Michhu, you too are staking a claim? 
Karunakar: 
Sharing? Nothing doing, I’m not going to share 
anything with anybody. 
Chittapriya: (Moving forward menacingly) 
What? 
Karunakar: (Raising the shovel) 
Be careful! I’ve got a weapon. Anyone who tries to 


come near will have his head knocked off. 
Chittapriya lunges forward and grabs the shovel. 


Chittapriya: (Raising the shovel) 
Enough of your bravado, Karunakar! Now go away, 
all of you. Leave the light behind so I can complete 
the job. 

Nabendu: 
So whoever has the shovel gets the treasure? 

Chittapriya: 
Of course. He gives the orders and the others have 
to obey. (In a commanding tone) Now get out, all of 
you. 

They all step back and file out. 
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Chittapriya: 
God, such a huge box. Can’t somebody help me take 
the lid off? 1 might give him a little something. 
Ajanta: (Pushing her way to the front) 
None of these people will. But don’t worry, I will. 
Come on. 
Chittapriya: 
You? 
Ajanta: 
Maybe I can have the same agreement with you as I 
had with Surendra so as not to have to split up the 
cache. 
Chittapriya: 
Oh. 
Surendra: 
Ajanta! 
Nabendu: 


Ajanta! 
There is a commotion. 


Chittapriya: 
Shut up and get the hell out of here. Riches can make 
me cruel and cold-blooded. Come on, Ajanta, lend 


me a hand. 


They join together and take the lid off. The others inch forward 


in anticipation and bend down to have a good look. 
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Chittapriya: 

What the hell is this? 
Ajanta: (Screaming) 

Oh my God! 
Karunakar: 

The damn chest is empty. 
Ajanta: (Breaking into a sob) 

Nothing at all. We’ve been had. 
Nabendu: (Wilting) 

Is there really nothing? 
Chittapriya: (Peering closely) 

No, there’s something ~ a piece of paper. 
Ajanta: (Bending forward) 

A piece of paper? 
Karunakar: 


What paper? 
Chittapriya picks up the paper. 


Karunakar: 
Chitta, open it and read it out loud. It might say 
where the treasure’s been buried. 

Nabendu: 
Hurry up, the candle’s going out. 

Karunakar: 
Surendra had another one. 

Surendra: 
I lost it when I was digging. It must be buried in the 
dirt. 
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Nabendu: 
No point wasting time looking for another candle. 


Read the damn thing as quickly as you can. 
Chittapriya unfolds the letter. 


Chittapriya: 
My God, this is a... 

Nabendu: 
Read it aloud. 

Chittapriya: (Reading the letter) 
I knew that some day you would come and find the 
letter I’d placed beside me. Hoping for hidden 
treasure you'll dig up the floor, find the box and 
this letter inside it. My greetings from the other world 
to whoever is reading it now. When I die there’ll be 
no one to bury me. You’ve dug a large enough grave. 
Put me inside the box and cover it over with dirt. 
I’ve been wounded many times and am dying. Might 
go any moment now. So I’m putting this arrangement 
in place. Thank you. Thank your friends, if there 


are any. Yours sincerely, Dead Me! 
They stand in silence for a long moment. 


Ajanta: 
Damn! Damn! 
Chittapriya: (In a plaintive voice) 


All our madness, all our stupidity, violence, rivalry... 


96 
THE GRAVEDIGGERS 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


damnit, for this? 
Karunakar: 

And we’ve been asked to carry out a burial, damn it. 
Nabendu: (Jokingly) 

So Ajanta? Will you join us now? 
Ajanta: 

Nabendu! 


Enter Birupakshya 


Birupakshya: 

Is the digging over with? 
Karunakar: 

You? 
Nabendu: 

Where were you? 
Birupakshya: 

In the kitchen. 
Surendra: 

How did you get in? 
Birupakshya: 

From the backyard. 
Nabendu: 

And then? 
Birupakshya: 

Couldn’t see anything in the dark. It was the smelt 

that told me where I was. 
Karunakar: 

Was there anything there? 
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Birupakshya: 
A few pieces of stale bread and a few bananas. I was 
so famished, I gobbled up them all. 

Chittapriya: 
We’re famished too. If only we’d have thought of 
food instead of getting into all this . . . 

Karunakar: 
Do you know what we’ve been through? 

Birupakshya: 
I witnessed it all. 

Surendra: 
How? 

Birupakshya: (Not answering his question) 
So what are your plans? 

Chittapriya: 
See how well before he died the man planned his 
burial in the heart of the forest? 

Birupakshya: 
If he hadn’t, would you have buried him on your 
own? 

Karunakar: 
How we dug it up, went against one another ~- all 
for the love of lucre! 

Birupakshya: 
Digging to get gold? Karunakar, don’t you know 
that Mother Earth has stopped producing gold? It’s 
just a rumour that gold could be found in the earth. 
The earth is like a simple piece of cloth now; the 


camphor it contained has vanished, only a faint 
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fragrance lingers. 
Nabendu: 
So what should we do now? The candle is about to 
go out. 
Birupakshya: 
Carry out the burial. 
Nabendu: 
Should we? 
Karunakar: 
Carry a dead man in the dead of night? Us? 
Birupakshya: 
Who else? Is there anyone else besides us? Here’s a 
man who fought in two world wars and was 
wounded. His body deserves a burial. 
Nabendu: 
Birupakshya! 
Karunakar: 
Carrying a dead man to his grave is not our job. 
Chittapriya: 
Impossible. 
Surendra: 
Excuse me. 
Birupakshya: 
We’ve got to. We have no choice. 
Surendra: 
We don’t understand you. 
Birupakshya: 
There’s no gold in the ground. On the other hand, 


dig wherever you want and you'll find graves. People 
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will dig up graves out of greed for gold. Coffins will 
be opened. Not just this one body but many bodies 
will be found their coffins. We’re all gravediggers - 
that’s what we are. If we don’t bury the dead man 
tonight all our doings will come to light tomorrow 
morning. And we might be taken for killers. So it’s 


better that we bury the dead. 
They all surround Birupakshya. 


Birupakshya: 
The candle’s sputtering, the light’s dimming. Before 
it goes out and before darkness separates us once 
again, let’s join together one last time. Let’s carry 
the body here and put him in the grave. We have to 
fulfill his last wishes; we shouldn’t leave without 


giving him a burial. Come on, all of you. 


The flame of the candle flutters. Like automatons they go to Room 
No. Two, carry the body out and put it in the chest. As they fill 
in the grave with the dirt, the candle goes out. Ajanta gives out 


a weak shriek. 
Ajanta: 
I can’t see a thing. Where have you all gone? 
Surendra: 


I can’t see a thing either. 


In the dark someone says: Where are you all? Have you all left? 
How dark it is! 1f only there was a little light! 


Curtain. 
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Jn an abandoned house in the depths of the forest, under 
torrential rains in the middle of a pitch-black night, seven 
people come together. They cannot leave and yet find it 
unbearable to stay, imprisoned in a hell that is more and 
more clearly of their own making. In the course of the 
play their relationships change; in turn manipulated and 
manipulating, they give in to their fears, cruelty, desires 
and greed. And all the while, at the empty centre — of the 
house, of the play, and of their relationships — lies a dead 


man, pulling the strings, I ¢: actions torhis 
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